The Mediterranean Sea not only facilitated the transfer of goods by boat, but made easier the transfer of knowledge and technology. Writing is a method of recording and communicating information, itself a kind of knowledge and technology that emerged, diffused, and evolved over historical time. During the 2nd millennium BCE in the Near East, a new system of writing, an alphabetic script began to emerge, that is to say, a system limited to around 30 signs representing essentially, at its origin, the sound of a Semitic language, though initially only its consonants. The intention of this paper is to try to comprehend the manner by which the first alphabetic scripts arose and how their use spread around the Mediterranean world over the period up to about the middle of the 1st millennium BCE.
The Birth of Alphabetic Writing
The emergence of the first alphabetic script is not directly documented and remains shrouded in obscurity. Nevertheless, some aspects seem clear and are generally accepted by those studying this problem in its historic context:1
1.
Ancient Greek and Latin authors generally attribute the origin of the Greek alphabet to the Phoenicians: according to Herodotus, the "Phoenicians . . . introduced into Greece, after their settlement in the country, a number of accomplishments, of which the most important was writing, an art till then, I think, unknown to the Greeks . . . they were taught these letters by the Phoenicians and adopted them, with a few alterations, for their own use, continuing to refer to them as Phoenician characters-as was only right, as the Phoenicians had introduced them."2 2. Nevertheless, according to Tacitus, referring to the moment when new letters were introduced to the Latin alphabet during the reign of Claudius, the Phoenicians were simply intermediaries, with the ultimate origin of this form of writing linked to the Egyptians: "(The Egyptians) also claim to have discovered the alphabet and taught it to the Phoenicians who, controlling the seas, introduced it to Greece and were credited with inventing what they had really borrowed."3 3. There is evidence that the Egyptian script from its time of origin possessed around 30 signs whose consonantal value was derived by acrophony. They were especially used in the transcription of foreign proper names. However, Egyptian scribes never systematized the use of these consonantal signs to make an alphabetic script from them.4 4. Following upon J.-F. Champollion5 and Ch. Lenormant,6 modern commentators have certainly seen that the Phoenician alphabet had borrowed from Egypt both the principle of single-letter signs, the derivation of their consonantal value by acrophony, the linear script form and even the selection of a certain number of signs which were more probably suggested by the hieroglyphic script.7 At the same time they emphasize that
